
OBSERVATIONS ON THE PHOSPHATE OF IRON.

BY JAMES THACHER, M. D.

[For the New-England Journal of Medicine and Surgery.]

W hen a new remedy is introduced for the cure of diseases, it
becomes a subject of public investigation, and naturally excites
among the medical faculty, a degree of interest and speculative
attention, in proportion lo the character it sustains in the view of
its advocates. The scientific investigator will enlarge its chem-
ical principles, und carefully examine its medical properties, the
ascertainment of which is requisite to enable the prescribe!' to
apply the medicine to particular diseases, and to accommodate
it to the different constitutions and various attending circum-
stances. Without such previous knowledge, we are perpetually
liable to defe-at our own intentions by any combination ; as even
the vehicle: in which the medicine is administered, may decom-
pose its principles, and render it inert, or perhaps injurious.
The application of these remarks, is intended for the phosphate
of iron recently presented to the public, through the medium of
the New-England Medical Journal, by Dr. Caleb Miller. Phos-
phorus, although not generally employed, is known to possess
the most active properties, requiring I he utmost caution in its
administration, as it may on some occasions produce deleterious
effects. When administered, Bays Dr.Willich, (Domestic Ency-
clopedia,) with judgment anel circumspection, phosphorus forms
a very powerful anel valuable remedy. It has proved of essential
service in paralytic, epileptic, melancholic, and maniacal attacks ;
in every species of eruptive fevers, particularly in those where
the eruption strikes in, anil is accompanied with anxiety, convul-
sions, and other nervous symptoms. M. Lerol, in Frunce, ad-
ministered phosphorus internally with the greatest success, in
consumptive diseases; in malignant fevers where it effectually
checked the progress of gangrene, and especially contributed
to the recovery of persons who bud been reduced by intemper-
ance. The dose is not to exceed one or two grains in twenty
finir hours, exhibited in some mucilage lo prevent its too violent
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action on the coats of the stomach. The acid produces similar
effects in the system with the solid phosphorus. It is obviously
important, therefore, that whatever preparation of this potent
medicine be employed, the prescribcr possess accurate knowl-
edge of its chemical relations, and of the precise proportions
which the component parts bear to each other. The phosphate
of iron may be obtained by mixing solutions of the sulphate oi!
iron, and the phosphate of soda ; but this is not the preparation
of Dr. Miller ; his process is reserved as a secret in his own
hands. Every one is aware that it is inconsistent with the liberal
principles of medical science, to countenance or support the
employment of secret compositions; and a physician who is ac-
tuated by the genuine principles of honour and rectitude, will
hesitate, before he subjects his patients at random, to exper*-.
mental operations, for the ascertainment of the effects of new
remedies with whose properties he is altogether unacquainted.
But in those cases where there is no risk of dangerous conse-

quences, and the patient suffers no pecuniary inconvenience from
the practice, it cannot be deemed reprehensible ; and on some
occasions the most beneficial effects may be anticipated, and the
knowledge of practical medicine thereby essentially promoted.
I was indebted to Dr. Miller for a sample of his preparation

for trial, at the moment when I was under considerable embar-
rassment with an obstinate case of amenorrhsea of more than
two years continuance. The patient was a woman in connubial
life, who, having been the subject of laborious parturition and
instrumental delivery, experienced no natural recurrence of
menstruation. After a lapse of one year in feeble health, she
was attacked with severe periodical pains, indicative of the efforts
of nature to restore the uterine function. The usual course of
remedies was now adopted, and steadily persisted in for several
months without effect. At length, the obstruction yielded for
once to bloodletting and the continued use of the tincture of
black hellebore ; but baying again recurred, the common routine
was repeated, and occasionally varied, without success, and she
was afflicted with severe pain from one to two, or even throe
weeks during each month. She commenced the use of the
phosphas ferri, in doses of about half a drachm three times a day,and had taken to the extent of six ounces without producing anyperceptible effect on the system, except that at first it excited
nausea and vomiting. Apprehending a disappointment, I resolv-
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cd to attempt facilitating the desired effect by the employment
of the lancet ; this happily succeeded, and in a few days she ex-
perienced a restoration of the menstrual evacuation, and has
since, being about four months, suffered no interruption to its
natural periodical course.
My next subject of trial was a single woman, who, by impru-

dent exposure, contracted a cold during the critical period, by
which a suppression immediately ensued. She was soon attack-
ed with fever, accompanied with a train of distressing symptoms,
the most prominent of which were flatulency, indigestion, a dis-
tressing sensation in her throat, and difficult respiration. Her
mind was constantly harassed with various imaginary evils, and
the terrors of death were continually painted lo her view. After
premising the proper evacuations, 1 prescribed half a drachm
of the phosphas ferri every four hours ; the beneficial effects of
the medicine were soon cvineed by the abatement of the symp-
toms in general, but particularly by the improved Condition of
the siomach and digestive powers. Having persevered in the
use of it about eight or ten clays, she was so far recovered, as to

dispense with my attendance, and the medicine was discontinued.
The patient progressed rapidly to the standard of perfect health,
though it was several weeks before menstruation was restored to
its wonted course.

A young woman had suffered a suppression about four
months ; the symptoms were, defective appetite and difficult
digestion, great debility, pale countenance and emaciation. The

phosphate of iron was directed three times a day, and aloetic
pills occasionally, by which, at the expiration of six weeks, the
ainenorrbaea, with all the appendant symptoms were completely
»emoved. Another young woman, in whom the menstruation
had been suspended about five months, exhibited the marks of
incipient hectic fever when 1 was first called to visit her. Reg-
ular exacerbations of fever, occurred twice in twenty-four hours,
nul she bad profuse night sweats. These were accompanied
with a distressing cough, and most copious expectoration ; her

appetite and digestion were much impaired, and her system was

in a state of general debility and rapid emaciation. Under these
alarming circumstances, I adopted the plan as practised by the
Ia»e Dr. Senter, in phthisis pulmonalis, and accordingly prescrib-
ed the dry vomit of sulphas cupri and ipecacuanha every third

morning, and the myrrh and steel mixture of Dr. Griffith three

 The New England Journal of Medicine, Surgery and Collateral Branches of Science as published by 
The New England Journal of Medicine. Downloaded from nejm.org at NYU WASHINGTON SQUARE CAMPUS on June 23, 2016. 

 For personal use only. No other uses without permission. From the NEJM Archive. Copyright © 2010 Massachusetts Medical Society.



times a day. By a perseverance in this course for four weeks,
I had the satisfaction to observe that very essential advantages
were experienced ; the cough, the expectoration and night
üweats were greatly diminished, and the hectic symptoms bad
subsided. A restoration of the menstrual evneuation, was now

deemed a desirable object ; but from the great debility of the
patient it was scarcely conceived to be attainable. Upon the
principle of its tonic and restorative powers, 1 resolved to em-

ploy the phosphate of iron, discontinuing tllt: other remedies, I
directed a large teaspoonful of the powder three limes in a day.
During the first week of its use, I was assured that her stomach
was much invigoralcel, and the patient and her friends were cn-

« çouraged by the visible good effects which they had conceived
the medicine hud produced. But at the expiration of four
weeks, having taken twelve ounces of the medicine without de-
riving any essential advantage, and as it appeared to induce a
costive state of the bowels, I directed it to be dispensed with.
A female patient, aged fifty-seven, has for several years labor-

ed under chronic debility, and is miserably afflicted by a com-

plication of complaints, such as diminished appetite, indigestion,
extreme anxiety and dejection, flatulency, and trouble-some bor-
boragmi. Wearied with the ineffectual application of remedie«
of various description, she at length resorted to opium as the
only medicine that could palliate her sufferings. Her system
being continually under the influence of the stimulant effects of
that drug, a fair opportunity could not be afforded for the legiti-
mate effect of any other medicine ; the phosphate of iron, how-
ever, was administered, although no decisive result was to be
anticipated. Either from the noveliy, or the aciuul power of the
medicine, she conceived so favourable an opinion id its invigor-
ating effects, and its tendency to obviate her Hululent complaints,
as to induce her to apply to me for repeated supplies, und she
still perseveres in its use, and lias expended about ten ounces.
Another woman, about thirty years of age, lias been for several

months greatly affected with dyspeptic complaints, accompanied
with distressing sensation of beat and burning about the region
of her stomach, and extending to various parts of her body, lan-
guid circulations, extreme coldness, and numbness of the ex-
tremities, and general debility. Being of a capricious disposition,
her stomach had been improperly gorged with a variety of arti-
cles of the materia medica, and her qpmplaint.s were in no degree.
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diminished. My advice being requested, I should have prescrib-
ed the oxide of bismuth ; but not having that medicine on hand,
the phosphate of iron was substituted. This soon appeared to
have a favourable,effect on the morbid state of her stomach, and
evidently afforded considerable relief. A perseverance in the
use of the medicine was enjoined, and in two or three weeks its
efficacy was more decisively demonstrated than any other remedy
which she had employed, and a daily amendment was observa-
ble. She has recovered the use of hoi' limbs so far as to walk
out for ihe benefit of the air; but the painful sensation of heat
is not much diminished ; and although she weaned her child
about nine or ten weeks since, Ihe catamenia have not yet l'C-
Etppearçd.
The phosphate of iron has, in most of the cases where I have

prescribed it, appeared to exert its action on the stomach, and
improve the powers of digestion. It has in every instance im-
parted a dark colour to the fcecal discharges, similar to that pro-
duced by the employment of chalybeate?. It has in no instance
occasioned any deleterious effects, however amply employed,
except an overdose seldom fails to excite nausea and vomiting.
I am not satisfied that it has manifested a specific action on the
uterus ; but when menstruation has been promoted, it appeared
to be the effect of un improved condition of the stomach, and a
restoration of the integrity of the general system.
Upon the whole, I have conceived an opinion, that a combin-

ation of phosphorus and iron, when the most eligible prepara-
tion can be ascertained and appropriately applied, will be found
a valuable addition to our pharmaceutic remedies.

Plymouth, June 1st, 1815.

CASE OF FATAL COLIC FROM THE LODGMENT
OF A CHOCOLATE NUT IN THE APPEN-

DICULA VERMIFORMIS.

BY OLIVER PRESCOTT, A. M.of Newburyport.
[Commun'rcaleil for the New-England Journal of Medicine, &c.]

As I do not recollect meeting with any case on record similar
to the following, and as it is very possible that an extraneous
substance, such as plum or (.'berry stones, may have in other in-
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